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Abstract An extreme biomass burning event occurred in Indonesia from September through October
2015 due to severe drought conditions, partially caused by a major El Niño event, thereby allowing for
signiﬁcant burning of peatland that had been previously drained. This event had the highest sustained
aerosol optical depths (AODs) ever monitored by the global Aerosol Robotic Network (AERONET). The
newly developed AERONET Version 3 algorithms retain high AOD at the longer wavelengths when
associated with high Ångström exponents (AEs), which thereby allowed for measurements of AOD at
675 nm as high as approximately 7, the upper limit of Sun photometry. Measured AEs at the highest
monitored AOD levels were subsequently utilized to estimate instantaneous values of AOD at 550 nm in the
range of 11 to 13, well beyond the upper measurement limit. Additionally, retrievals of complex refractive
indices, size distributions, and single scattering albedos (SSAs) were obtained at much higher AOD levels
than possible from almucantar scans due to the ability to perform retrievals at smaller solar zenith angles
with new hybrid sky radiance scans. For retrievals made at the highest AOD levels the ﬁne‐mode volume
median radii were ~0.25–0.30 micron, which are very large particles for biomass burning. Very high SSA
values (~0.975 from 440 to 1,020 nm) are consistent with the domination by smoldering combustion of peat
burning. Estimates of the percentage peat contribution to total biomass burning aerosol based on retrieved
SSA and laboratory measured peat SSA were ~80–85%, in excellent agreement with independent estimates.
1. Introduction
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Episodic and extensive biomass burning in Southeast Asia in recent decades has led to severe local and even
signiﬁcant global effects (e.g., see review in Reid et al., 2013). Especially during drought years when drained
peatlands burn (e.g., Field et al., 2009; Heil et al., 2007; Kaiser et al., 2016; Kusumaningtyas, Aldrian Arif
Rahman, et al., 2016; Nichol, 1998) the very high concentrations of atmospheric particles has led to
signiﬁcant health effects including possibly several thousand excess mortalities (Crippa et al., 2016). Due
to the vast amounts of carbon stored in organic peat soils, partial burning of these peat layers in dry years
releases very large amounts of carbon into the atmosphere. Huijnen et al. (2016) estimated that the emission
of carbon dioxide (CO2) from biomass burning in this region during September–October 2015 exceeded the
daily emission rate from fossil fuel combustion in the entire European Union. During the even more
extensive drought and biomass burning event that occurred in 1997–1998 in the same region, Page et al.
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(2002) estimated that the emissions of carbon into the atmosphere from this largely peat dominated burning
was equivalent to 13% to 40% of the global mean fossil fuel emissions of total carbon.
As a result of a very strong El Niño event occurring in 2015 coupled with a positive phase Indian Ocean
Dipole (Pan et al., 2018), associated major shifts in atmospheric circulation caused a severe drought to
develop throughout Indonesia and the Maritime Continent. This 2015 El Niño triggered drought in
Indonesia was second only to that of 1997–1998 (in recent decades; Field et al., 2016), which occurred during
an even stronger El Niño event. As a result of these strong droughts, the biomass burning associated with
agricultural practices was able to spread farther than in typical rainfall years, plus peat fuels were able to
burn more effectively due to deeper drying of these soils. Draining and drying of peatlands for the purpose
of expanding agriculture especially palm oil plantations (Miettinen, Hooijer, et al., 2017; Page & Hooijer,
2016; Sumarga et al., 2016) created additional conditions conducive to the burning of the underground
organic peat soils that occurred primarily in historically susceptible southern Borneo (Kalimantan) and
southeastern Sumatra. Once such peat ﬁres are initiated, they typically burn until monsoonal inundation
—sometimes months later (Reid et al., 2013). Huijnen et al. (2016) utilized satellite data observations of ﬁre
radiative power and carbon monoxide (CO), in situ measured smoke data plus data assimilation and modeling to estimate the extent of the emissions from the 2015 biomass burning event in September through
October in Indonesia. This event produced carbon emissions that exceeded every year since the major El
Niño event induced severe drought in 1997–1998. They mapped the major peat burning areas in southeastern Sumatra and southern Borneo showing that the highest carbon dioxide emissions occurred in regions
with peat soils and estimated that the peat deposits burned to an average depth of 26 cm.
Regarding regional pollution impacts, Aouizerats et al. (2015) modeled the transport of smoke from
Indonesian biomass burning regions in other years to Singapore, an urban center that is at times severely
impacted by particulate pollution from these smoke events. Additionally, Kusumaningtyas and Aldrian
(2016) analyzed back trajectory analyses, satellite‐determined hot spots, and aerosol properties from
AERONET and satellite to investigate transboundary transport of smoke in 2013 from Sumatera,
Indonesia, to Singapore during regional air pollution events.
Analysis and simulations by Fernandes et al. (2017) suggest that continued warming trends in Indonesia are
likely to lead to increased ﬁre frequency in the region even without El Niño events, as a result of drying from
increased evapotranspiration and reduced soil moisture content. Additionally, Tauﬁk et al. (2017) report that
Borneo has experienced a hydrological drying trend for more than 100 years thereby resulting in additional
tree mortality and further enhancing ﬁre susceptibility during droughts associated with El Niño events.
Therefore, even though there is large uncertainty in amplitude and frequency of future El Niño events
implied by modeling (Ham & Kug, 2016), there may be a greater tendency for ﬁre frequency in Indonesia
in the future from potentially higher temperatures and greater hydrological drying.
While seasonal biomass burning is a common feature to the region, ultimately, the meteorology and burning
behavior in 2015 resulted in the strongest societal impact on record since the 1997–1998 event. The World
Bank estimates that the 2015 ﬁres in Indonesia cost at least $16.1 billion U.S. dollars (Glauber et al.,
2015), which is more than double the cost of reconstruction incurred from the 2004 tsunami in Indonesia
(Aceh province). The short‐term effects on human health from respiration of the particles in the haze was
included but not the long‐term health effects that may be even greater. Also included were costs for agriculture, school closures, tourism, trade, transportation, and forestry.
As discussed in Reid et al. (2013), it is the most signiﬁcant biomass burning events in Southeast Asia that are
the hardest to characterize. Near saturation of top of atmosphere radiance signals coupled with high cloud
cover fractions pose daunting satellite remote sensing retrieval environments. Satellite hot spot products
have difﬁculty capturing the low‐temperature peat burning ﬁres. Even past versions of direct AERONET
aerosol optical depth (AOD) processing schemes had signiﬁcant difﬁculty in full characterization of
these events.
In this paper, we primarily analyze AERONET measurements of spectral AOD plus retrievals of size distributions and single scattering albedo (SSA) to characterize the optical properties of the biomass burning
aerosols that were emitted during this 2015 event in Indonesia. In particular, new AERONET Version 3
data products were utilized to better understand this event as these provide the capability to investigate
more fully the higher AOD episodes that previous Version 2 data screening eliminated. Additionally, a
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new version of the Cimel Sun‐sky radiometer with advanced capability was deployed in two sites impacted
by this event: Palangkaraya, Indonesia, (southern Borneo) in one of the major biomass burning source
regions and also Singapore, a downwind site ~1,200 km from southern Borneo and ~500 km from southern
Sumatra that was heavily impacted by these biomass burning emissions from Indonesia in 2015. We also
present some of the standard Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) satellite remote
sensing retrievals of midvisible AOD during this event, noting that this topic, including recently developed
algorithms to measure higher AOD events, are much more thoroughly investigated in other work (Shi
et al., 2019).

2. Instrumentation, Data, and Methodology
Over the past decade, AERONET enhanced its deployment of Sun photometers in the Maritime Continent as
part of the seven Southeast Asian Studies program (Reid et al., 2013; Lin et al., 2013). During the major biomass burning episode in Southeast Asia in 2015 there were six AERONET sites operating during the peak
burning months of September through October. These site deployments included existing AERONET
long‐term monitoring sites in both Singapore and Indonesia. However, the analysis presented here focuses
primarily on two sites that had the new Cimel Model‐T instruments with advanced capabilities, at locations
in Singapore and Palangkaraya, Indonesia.
2.1.1. AERONET Instrumentation
AERONET utilizes the CIMEL Electronique CE‐318 Sun‐sky radiometer for its AOD and Sun‐sky measurements in its global network. Holben et al. (1998) provides a description of instruments and their use in detail.
However, a brief description is provided here. The CE‐318 automatically tracks the Sun to provide AOD and
sky radiance for retrievals with a 1.2° full ﬁeld of view (FOV). There are a number of minor instrument variations between sites, but in this study, the more standard instrument conﬁguration was used with AOD
measurements at eight wavelengths (340, 380, 440, 500, 675, 870, 1,020, and 1,640), plus 940‐nm water vapor.
Sampling rates varied by site, with some sites attempting an AOD measurement every 15 min, while most
made measurements approximately every 3 min to obtain high temporal resolution data. It takes ~8 s to scan
all wavelengths utilizing a motor‐driven ﬁlter wheel to position each ﬁlter in front of the detector, repeated
three times within a minute, to provide an ensemble mean and information for cloud screening as described
below. Ion‐assisted deposition interference ﬁlters were used with full width at half maximum band pass of
10 nm, except for the 340‐ and 380‐nm channels at 2‐nm band pass. The estimated uncertainty in
AERONET measured AOD, due primarily to calibration uncertainty, is ~0.01–0.02 at optical air mass of
one for network ﬁeld instruments (with the highest errors in the ultraviolet [UV]; Eck et al., 1999). This estimate is consistent with Schmid et al. (1999) who compared AOD values derived from four different solar
radiometers (including an AERONET Sun‐sky radiometer) operating simultaneously together in ﬁeld conditions and found that the AOD values from 380 to 1,020 nm agreed to within 0.015 (root‐mean‐square).
More recently, Barreto et al. (2016) found similar results with the latest version of the Cimel. The sky
radiances are calibrated versus frequently characterized integrating spheres at the National Aeronautics
and Space Administration (NASA) Goddard Space Flight Center to an absolute accuracy of ~5% or better
(Holben et al., 1998).
All analyses utilized Level 2 data from the new Version 3 spectral AOD product outlined by Giles et al.
(2019). Most notably Version 3 updated its cloud screening algorithm, which in part continues to rely on
the higher temporal frequencies of cloud optical depth versus AOD, especially optical depth triplet variability within a 1‐min scanning cycle. This triplet variability is deﬁned as the maximum minus minimum AOD
of the three values taken in a 1‐min time interval for each wavelength, with all spectral channels in Version 2
being checked for triplet range. In the new Version 3 cloud screening algorithm, only the 675‐, 870‐, and
1,020‐nm channels are checked where the triplet range for all three wavelengths must be within 0.01 or
0.015 * AOD (whichever is greater). Since ﬁne‐mode AOD decreases rapidly with increasing wavelength,
while coarse‐mode AOD and/or cloud droplet optical depth is more spectrally ﬂat, the triplet variance at
longer wavelengths is more attributable to supermicron radius particle/droplet variation (dust or cloud).
A secondary cloud screening check is made using the 440‐ to 870‐nm AE; if the value exceeds 1.0 for an
instantaneous measurement then even small numbers of AOD observations per day are retained in Level
2. Previously, three cloud‐screened observations per day were required in Version 2 Level 2 database.
Finally, there is a cloud screening check in Version 3 for cirrus that does not utilize temporal variance for
ECK ET AL.
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cloud detection but rather relies on the sky radiances within 6° scattering angle of the Sun. If the angular
slope in scattering angle of the measured sky radiances in the solar aureole is sufﬁciently steep then there
likely are cirrus cloud crystals present (due to very strong forward scattering) and there is a threshold on this
angular dependence for determining cirrus presence (Giles et al., 2019). This check is particularly important
for the current study as Southeast Asian data have been shown to suffer from cirrus contamination (Chew
et al., 2011).
The maximum AOD that can be measured by AERONET (and all Sun photometer types) is AOD * m < 7
where m is the optical air mass or approximately the secant of the zenith angle for angles <70°. At these
values the Sun is no longer visible (the direct beam signal is nearly completely attenuated with 0.1% spectral
direct beam transmission) and signiﬁcant diffuse radiation is present (Sinyuk et al., 2012). Thus, for Sun at
perfect zenith AODs as high as 7 can be measured, whereas for 60° (or an optical air mass of 2), the maximum measurable AOD is ~3.5. Importantly for this study in particular, in Version 3 very high AOD data
(when AOD [870 nm] > 0.5) are retained in the longer visible to near‐infrared wavelengths (675 to
1,640 nm) if the AE is sufﬁciently high (>1.2 for 675 to 1,020 nm or >1.3 for 870 to 1,020 nm) even when
the UV and visible wavelengths direct beam signal are completely attenuated. This is possible since the
AOD is lower in the near‐infrared wavelengths than in the UV and visible, and since the four‐quadrant
detector that optimizes the solar tracking in the Cimel instrument is only sensitive to the near‐infrared
wavelengths (while the UV and visible wavelengths are blocked). Therefore, the instrument can track
the Sun precisely even when the visible direct beam irradiance is nearly completely attenuated. The complete set of Version 3 cloud screening and quality assurance (QA) algorithms are provided in Giles
et al. (2019).
2.1.2. AERONET Inversion Methodology
The almucantar sky radiance scans made by the CIMEL instruments are performed at ﬁxed elevation angles
equal to the solar elevation with ±180° azimuthal sweeps made sequentially at four wavelengths (440, 675,
870, and 1,020 nm). These are made in both the morning hours and afternoon hours at optical air masses of
4, 3, 2, and 1.7 (75°, 70°, 60°, and 54° solar zenith angle [SZA], respectively) plus once per hour in between.
AERONET retrievals are also made utilizing hybrid sky scans with the new Cimel instruments version
Model‐T. The sky scan made with the hybrid methodology simultaneously moves in both the azimuthal
and zenith angle directions, thus performing a scan that is in general intermediate between the almucantar
and principal plane (varies the zenith angle while maintaining a ﬁxed azimuth).
Hybrid and almucantar directional scan radiance data are combined with measured AOD data at identical
wavelengths to retrieve optically equivalent column‐integrated volume size distributions and aerosol refractive indices utilizing the algorithms as developed by Dubovik and King (2000) and Dubovik et al. (2006).
These retrieved aerosol properties are utilized to derive additional parameters such as asymmetry parameter,
SSA, and phase function. Only the new Version 3 Level 2 retrievals with the quality controls described in
Holben et al. (2006) are presented in this study. The percentage particles of spheroidal and spherical shape
required to give the best ﬁt to the measured angular distribution of spectral sky radiances is also determined
by the AERONET retrieval algorithm. Dubovik et al. (2006) provides further details on these
retrieval algorithms.
In this study, only almucantar scans taken at SZAs greater than ~50° are analyzed and presented in order to
ensure sky radiance measurements over a sufﬁciently wide range of scattering angles. The scattering angle
range of measured sky radiances for an almucantar scan performed at 50° SZA is 100°, while at 75°, SZA it is
150°. However, the newly developed hybrid scans available only with the recent Model‐T Cimels can provide
directional sky radiance measurements with 100° scattering angle range at a SZA of only 25°. This is a major
advantage when AOD is extremely high as is the case studied here since the 440‐nm AOD is required for the
retrieval, and this wavelength will be nearly completely attenuated when SZA is large and AOD is high.
Additional cloud screening for hybrid and almucantar sky radiance measurements (ﬁrst, the AOD must pass
the Level 2 quality control and cloud screening) is preformed through the requirement of symmetrical sky
radiances on both sides of the Sun at equal scattering angles. These radiances from both sides of the scan that
meet the symmetry threshold are then averaged before being used as input to the AERONET retrieval.
Directional sky radiance measurements that are asymmetrical at a given scattering angle (due to inhomogeneous aerosol distributions or cloud on one side) are eliminated, and a retrieval only reaches Level 2 when
the minimum number of measurements required in deﬁned scattering angle ranges are met (see Holben
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et al., 2006). However, the hybrid criterion for the last scattering angle bin has a different minimum scattering angle limit (≥75°) than almucantars (≥80°) and a different minimum number of symmetric scattering
angles (N = 2) than almucantars (N = 3), due to somewhat fewer scattering angle range measurements in
the hybrid scan. Dubovik et al. (2000) found these AERONET inversions to be stable as determined by perturbation analyses accounting for random errors, instrumental data offsets and known uncertainties in the
atmospheric radiation model.
Although few direct comparisons of size distributions between AERONET retrievals and in situ measurements have yet been published (none yet for Version 3), there are several speciﬁc regional aerosol types that
have been compared. For example, for biomass burning aerosols Reid et al. (2005) compared regional mean
volume median radii from source regions in southern Africa, South America, boreal zone, and temperate
North America and found that AERONET retrievals versus in situ measurements of the diameter of ﬁne‐
mode particles were often within ~0.01 μm of each other. In the Arabian Sea for ﬁne‐mode pollution particles observed during the INDOEX experiment, Clarke et al. (2002) showed volume size distribution lognormal ﬁts from both aircraft and ship in situ measurements where the average accumulation mode volume
peak radius values under high aerosol loading conditions ranged from 0.17 to 0.18 μm with corresponding
geometric standard deviations (widths) of 1.51 (for ship) and 1.43 (for aircraft). This compares very well to
AERONET retrievals made at Kaashidhoo Island in the Maldives (in the INDOEX region), for observations
when AOD (440 nm) > 0.4, of median radius of 0.18 μm and width of 1.49 (1998–2000 multiyear average
Version 2 values). For larger submicron‐size aged Pinatubo volcanic stratospheric aerosols, Eck et al.
(2010) discussed the relatively close agreement between in situ observations from stratospheric aircraft of
0.53‐μm effective radius as reported by Pueschel et al. (1994) to AERONET retrievals made from observations in 1993 of ~0.56‐μm peak volume radius. For coarse‐mode particles (with supermicron radius), Reid
et al. (2006, 2008) found excellent agreement between AERONET retrieved and in situ measured size for
sea salt and desert dust aerosol, respectively. For aerosols of maritime origin, Smirnov et al. (2003) showed
reasonable agreement between AERONET retrievals and in situ measurements of sea salt‐dominated
coarse‐mode size distributions. Additionally, for coarse‐mode dust size distributions in the Sahel region of
West Africa Johnson and Osborne (2011) have shown good agreement between AERONET retrievals and
in situ measurements from aircraft.
In this study, we followed the guidance from Dubovik et al. (2000) that only almucantar retrievals where
440‐nm AOD is greater than 0.4 be used for analysis of spectral refractive indices and SSA. In fact, most
retrievals analyzed in this paper had 440‐nm AOD much higher than 0.4, often higher than 1. In southern
Africa, for strongly absorbing ﬁne‐mode‐dominated biomass burning aerosols, Leahy et al. (2007) found
good agreement in 550‐nm SSA, with differences between in situ measurements and AERONET retrievals
of −0.01. In the mid‐Atlantic region of the United States for weakly absorbing anthropogenic ﬁne‐mode‐
dominated aerosol, Schafer et al. (2014) found excellent agreement between aircraft vertical proﬁled in situ
measurements of SSA (550 nm) and AERONET‐retrieved values (estimated at 550 nm from the mean of 440‐
and 675‐nm values), with an average difference of only ~0.01 for spatially and temporally matched observations. These offsets are signiﬁcantly smaller than the nominal ~0.03 uncertainty of AERONET SSA in these
circumstances. For the new Version 3 product at the extremely high AOD levels observed during the 2015
burning season in Indonesia (which often exceed 2 at 440 nm) the estimates of SSA uncertainty for individual retrievals was ~0.01 (A. Sinyuk, personal communication, November, 15 2018).
2.2. Satellite Aerosol Optical Depth Data Sets
In this section, we describe multiple satellite products retrieved from MODIS satellite data, including the
standard Collection 6.1 Dark Target (DT), Deep Blue (DB), and Multi‐Angle Implementation of
Atmospheric Correction (MAIAC) algorithms. Additionally, DB algorithm retrieval results from the
Visible Infrared Imaging Radiometer Suite (VIIRS) satellite are also included.
2.2.1. MODIS DT
MODIS DT provides AOD at 550 nm, with a nominal 10‐km horizontal pixel size at nadir and ~30–40 km at
the swath edge. The upper retrieved limit of AOD for DT is ~5. The latest C6.1 MODIS DT algorithm used
here is very similar to that from Collection 6 (C6, Levy et al., 2013); the main updates are related to sensor
calibration, more conservative cloud screening, and the incorporation of a new surface reﬂectance model
over urban surfaces (Gupta et al., 2016). Although most of the area discussed in this study is rural, this
ECK ET AL.
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latter update may affect the comparison here because the AERONET site in Palangkaraya is located on the
edge of the city.
2.2.2. MODIS/VIIRS DB
The C6.1 MODIS DB retrieval algorithm (Hsu et al., 2019) is a reﬁnement of the previous C6. Like DT, DB
provides AOD at 550 nm with a nominal 10‐km nadir pixel size. The upper retrieval limit of AOD is 3.5,
lower than DT. Changes made were largely to address sensor calibration degradation as well as known regional biases/artifacts identiﬁed (identiﬁed by Sayer et al., 2013), by improving QA tests and aerosol optical
model assumptions.
Recently, the DB data product suite has been expanded to include AOD retrievals from the VIIRS (A. Sayer,
personal communication, November 15, 2018), using a slightly updated version of the C6.1 DB algorithm.
Due to sensor differences, this is at a slightly ﬁner spatial resolution of 6‐km horizontal pixel size at nadir;
VIIRS also has a swath approximately 50% wider than MODIS. Both of these factors lead to increased potential data coverage. One further reﬁnement to the C6.1 algorithm important here for VIIRS is that the upper
AOD limit is relaxed from 3.5 to 5 and an adjustment to cloud screening tests to improve detection of optically thick smoke. This update decreased the known sampling biases in spaceborne AOD data sets resulting
from their omission. However, a side effect of this relaxation was that cloud contamination was found to
increase. As a result, the QA ﬂags for such pixels are set to low conﬁdence. This reﬂects both the increased
likelihood of cloud contamination in these data, as well as the fact that in extreme cases, limitations of the
sensor and algorithmic assumptions mean that these retrievals are likely to be quantitatively less reliable
than others.
2.2.3. MAIAC
The MAIAC algorithm employs time series analysis to improve accuracy of cloud and snow detection, aerosol
retrievals, and atmospheric correction (Lyapustin et al., 2018). The MODIS Terra and Aqua C6 MAIAC aerosol product (MCD19A2), released in spring of 2018, was used in this work. MAIAC AOD is available globally
over land at 1‐km resolution on a Sinusoidal grid for cloud‐ and snow‐free observations. The C6 MAIAC
lookup tables limit maximal optical thickness to 4 at 0.47 μm, which is a clear limitation for massive biomass
burning events including Indonesia ﬁres of 2015; this upper limit is lower than that of DT but similar to DB.

3. Results
3.1. Satellite‐Detected Fire Counts and MODIS‐Retrieved AOD
Satellite monitoring of ﬁre counts for 8–17 October 2015 (at the height of this biomass burning event) from
MODIS satellite detection of hot spots utilizing the ﬁre detection algorithm of Giglio et al. (2003) show a
large number and density of ﬁre counts in southern Kalimantan (Borneo Island) and in southeast
Sumatra in Figure 1a. These same areas of high‐density ﬁre counts areas were identiﬁed by Huijnen et al.
(2016) to be the major peatland regions with the corresponding greatest regional emissions of carbon dioxide
in 2015. Note that they identiﬁed no peat soils on the southern part of the island of New Guinea, which also
had a high number of ﬁre counts and therefore estimated much lower carbon dioxide emissions from this
region. Miettinen, Shi, et al. (2017) found that although peatlands covered only 12% of the study area
(Sumatra, Peninsular Malaysia, and Borneo) 53% of all MODIS measured hotspots occurred there during
the 2015 burning season. They also determined that the ﬁre density was very low in pristine peat swamp forests as compared to very high ﬁre count density in deforested peatlands. Without doubt, these satellite ﬁre
detections are likely signiﬁcantly understated as they are based on more limited polar orbiting measurements and peat ﬁres tend to smolder at low temperatures that make them more difﬁcult to monitor in the
infrared wavelengths (Hyer et al., 2013).
Figure 1b shows the MODIS RGB image (plus ﬁre counts) of the same region (and for Borneo only in
Figure 1c) as in Figure 1a for 1 day, for 10 September 2015, when AERONET‐measured AOD at 675 nm
at the Palangkaraya site was 6.91 at midday with an AE (675–1,640 nm) of 1.89 thereby indicating dominance by ﬁne‐mode aerosol. In this case, one can see that the majority of ﬁre detections are on the smoke
perimeter. In Figure 1d, MODIS satellite C6 DT algorithm retrievals of AOD for Borneo on this date show
that retrievals were not made in the densest smoke areas, only on the edges or periphery where the AOD
is much lower. This suggests that the operational C6 DT algorithm screened these heavy smoke features
due to both cloud and a conservative ﬁlter that was intended to mask out conditions that are not optimal
ECK ET AL.
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Figure 1. (a) MODIS Fire Counts for 8–17 October 2015 from National Aeronautics and Space Administration Rapid
Response, ﬁre detection algorithm developed by Giglio et al. (2003). (b) MODIS Terra image over the region for 10
September 2015 showing clouds, smoke, and ﬁre counts, (c) zoomed in MODIS Terra image from 10 September 2015 over
the island of Borneo, noting that on that day the Palangkaraya, Indonesia AERONET site had measured AOD (675 nm) at
midday of 6.91 with an Ångström exponent (675–1,640 nm) = 1.89. (d) Retrievals of MODIS Dark Target AOD (550 nm)
over Borneo on 10 September 2015 (e) AOD retrieved by the MODIS Deep Blue algorithm over Borneo on 10 September
2015. Note that the location of the Palangkaraya site is identiﬁed by a green circle in parts c, d, and e. AOD = aerosol
optical depth; MODIS = Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer; USM = Universiti Sains Malaysia.

for retrieving aerosols (Shi et al., 2019). This type of event led to the development of a new high AOD event
DT algorithm that relies in part on the aerosol optical properties that are retrieved from AERONET retrievals
during the same event (Shi et al., 2019). Figure 1e is the same except for MODIS DB, indicating signiﬁcantly
greater coverage than the DT retrievals of AOD over the land areas in Borneo. However, neither the DT nor
DB algorithms made AOD retrievals within 30 km of the Palangkaraya site on this day despite the
aforementioned heavy smoke observed in the AERONET data.
Figure 2 shows the time series of AOD at 550 nm from the MODIS DT, DB algorithms (both C6.1), MAIAC
C6, and VIIRS DB giving averages of all retrievals within 30‐km radius of the AERONET site, as compared to
Version 3 L2 AERONET measured daily averaged AOD for times when both 500‐ and 675‐nm AOD data
were available. The MODIS DT algorithm does not retrieve any AOD from 5 September through 12
October 2015 (>1 month) corresponding to the period with the consistently highest AOD as measured from
AERONET. This is due to multiple reasons: (1) The extremely high aerosol loadings are mistaken as cloud by
the low cloud mask, (2) these features are ﬁltered out by inland‐water mask as the retrieving conditions are
not optimal, (3) the MODIS DT retrieved AOD are higher than the upper limit of AOD in the algorithm,
which is caused by using a too absorbing aerosol model (Shi et al., 2019). Note that Shi et al. (2019) developed
an event‐based MODIS DT research algorithm targeting this ﬁre event over Indonesia. This research product
has increased data coverage and accuracy at high AOD range.
The DB and MAIAC algorithms have many more retrievals than DT during the high‐AOD September–
October time period (13 and 15 days, respectively, compared to 5 for DT). These algorithms both have additional tests that are designed to offer better discrimination between thick smoke and clouds (Hsu et al., 2019;
Lyapustin et al., 2018), resulting in this increased data coverage. The magnitudes are however limited by the
aforementioned maxima of 3.5 for DB and 3.1 (at 550 nm) for MAIAC.
The VIIRS DB algorithm provides retrievals on every day except the thickest few when the AERONET daily
mean AOD at 550 nm was above 5. Although VIIRS does have a broader swath than MODIS, the primary
reason for this extra coverage is the additional relaxation of cloud masking tests in cases of heavy smoke,
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Figure 2. (a) Time series of 550‐nm AOD at the Palangkaraya, Indonesia, site from 1 August through 15 November 2015. AERONET daily average data are V3
shown only when both 500‐ and 675‐nm AOD were available. Also plotted are the Dark Target algorithm (C6.1) retrievals of AOD from both Terra and Aqua
satellite overpasses. (b) Similar to (a) but with the Deep Blue algorithm (C6.1) retrievals of AOD from both Terra and Aqua satellite overpasses. (c) Similar to (a) but
with the MAIAC algorithm (C6) retrievals of AOD from both Terra and Aqua satellite overpasses. (d) Similar to (a) but with the VIIRS algorithm retrievals of AOD
afternoon satellite overpasses. (e) All instantaneous measurements of AERONET AOD (550 nm) plotted versus the multimodel ensemble mean and standard
deviation from the four models in the ICAP 06 UTC hour forecasts at one degree latitude‐longitude resolution. AOD = aerosol optical depth; DB = Deep Blue;
QA = quality assurance; MAIAC = Multi‐Angle Implementation of Atmospheric Correction; AERONET = Aerosol Robotic Network; VIIRS = Visible Infrared
Imaging Radiometer Suite; ICAP = International Cooperative for Aerosol Prediction.
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designed to retain such events (Hsu et al., 2019). However, for this case, the whole of September–October is
masked out by the QA ﬂag, which is intentional as these extreme conditions are expected to be inherently
more uncertain and more likely to suffer from cloud contamination. This is suggested by the comparison
here, where VIIRS retrievals are somewhat higher than AERONET in late August, when AERONET AOD
is still high (often around 2) but not yet at the levels at which the other algorithms fail. Outside of this peak
period, the retrievals retained by QA ﬁlters match very well with AERONET and the other satellite data. This
illustrates that in such extreme conditions, there is inherently a trade‐off between coverage and uncertainty,
and the right data set and ﬁltering to choose is dependent on the precise scientiﬁc objectives of the analysis.
The International Cooperative for Aerosol Prediction (ICAP) multimodel ensemble mean 06 UTC hour forecasts (Sessions et al., 2015; P. Xian, personal communication, September, 15 2018) are also compared to the
AERONET‐measured AOD for dates when both 500‐ and 675‐nm AODs were measured (Figure 2e). These
four multispecies forecast models assimilate MODIS‐retrieved C6 DT AOD and ﬁre count data in addition to
computing AOD from source functions in the models. The ICAP ensemble average AOD is much lower than
the AERONET instantaneous measured values of AOD throughout most of the 2‐month peak burning period of September through October. This is due in part to the lack of satellite retrievals on many of these days
in addition to the undersampling of ﬁre counts during the event, especially for the relatively low‐
temperature smoldering combustion of peat soil.
3.2. AERONET Measurements of AOD in Southeast Asia
There were six AERONET sites established and operating in the region during this August–November 2015
biomass burning event. Three sites were located on the island of Borneo: Palangkaraya and Pontianak, both
in Indonesia and Kuching, Malaysia. The other three sites were: Penang USM on the west coast of peninsular Malaysia, Singapore, and Jambi in southwestern Sumatra, Indonesia. Figures 3a and 3b show the 2015
biomass burning event time series of the Version 3 AOD at 870 nm for these six sites. The AOD levels
increased steadily through August, remained very high during the peak burning periods of September
through October, and then decreased rapidly in November as rains commenced putting an end to the burning and also removing aerosol by wet deposition. The highest measured AOD during this event occurred in
the two sites located in major peat burning regions, Palangkaraya and Jambi. Unfortunately, equipment problems prevented the Jambi site from operating for 39 days, from 31 August through 8 October 2015, although
this site had the highest AOD of the three sites not on Borneo when it began operating (with a replacement
instrument) in October. Note that the highest 870‐nm AOD measured out of all six sites occurred at
Palangkaraya, with a maximum of 6.27 on both 5 and 19 October 2015. This value is lower than the Sun
photometer measurement limit for overhead Sun of ~7. It is possible that the AOD at 870 nm did exceed
the measurement limit on some days, at times other than near solar noon, possibly exceeding the
AOD * m < 7 limit. However, the data indicate that measurements in the near infrared wavelengths from
870 through 1,640 nm were made on most high AOD days during this event. Cloud screened and quality
checked L2 AOD data at Palangkaraya occurred on 52 days of a maximum 61 days for all of September
and October in 2015, suggesting a relatively complete characterization of the extremely high AOD during
this event, since some of the missing days may possibly have had extensive cloud cover.
Multiyear time series of 870‐nm AOD for the Palangkaraya and Singapore sites are shown in Figures 3c and
3d, respectively. There were only 4 years of Level 2 burning season data (August–November) available for
Palangkaraya from 2012 through 2015. These years of Palangkaraya site data show a very wide range of
smoke concentrations from biomass burning, however, ranging from relatively little in 2013 to very high
levels during the extreme event in 2015. At the Singapore site there were 10 years of biomass burning season
AOD data over the 2007 through 2016 time period. From the data at the Singapore site, it is obvious that 2015
had signiﬁcantly exceeded all of the other years in the concentrations and duration of smoke transported
from the burning regions to the site. However, note that in 2014 there were high AOD from signiﬁcant biomass burning at the Palangkaraya site, while at Singapore the AOD did not increase proportionately, perhaps due to differences in atmospheric circulation between years. Additionally, the AOD levels at
Singapore from biomass burning aerosols may result more from transport from the major source regions
in Sumatra, which are signiﬁcantly closer rather than the Palangkaraya region in Borneo.
The time series of cloud‐screened near‐infrared wavelength AOD (870, 1,020, and 1,640 nm) from both
Version 2 (L2) and Version 3 (L2) at the Palagkaraya, Indonesia, site from 1 August through 15
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Figure 3. (a) Time series of the 870‐nm AOD for the three Aerosol Robotic Network sites on Borneo island from 1 August through 15 November 2015. (b) Time
series of the 870‐nm AOD for two Aerosol Robotic Network sites on the Malayan Peninsula (USM Penang and Singapore) plus one on Sumatra island (Jambi)
from 1 August through 15 November 2015 (c) Multiyear AOD (870 nm) time series of all Level 2 data from the Palangkaraya site from mid‐2012 through early 2016.
(d) Singapore site multiyear time series of L2 AOD (870 nm) from 2006 through 2017. AOD = aerosol optical depth; USM = Universiti Sains Malaysia.

November 2015 are shown in Figure 4. Signiﬁcant differences exist in the way low signal data are processed
in Versions 2 and 3. In Version 2, when the raw count signal decreases below 10 for the 440‐nm channel,
then all of the data for all channels in that spectral scan are eliminated to avoid signiﬁcant bias in 440‐nm
AOD from diffuse radiation in the instrument FOV (Sinyuk et al., 2012). In Version 3, a low signal check
is applied to all channels independently and channels with sufﬁciently high signal (to avoid signiﬁcant
biases from diffuse in FOV) are retained when AE is sufﬁciently high (>1.2 for the 675‐ to 1,020‐nm range
or >1.3 for 870–1,020 nm; Giles et al., 2019). Therefore, AOD values in the longer wavelengths are
retained since for ﬁne‐mode smoke the AOD deceases signiﬁcantly as wavelength increases resulting in
adequate signal for accurate AOD measurements in these wavelengths. A key aspect of the Cimel Sun‐
sky radiometer is that the solar tracking four‐quadrant detector has a blocking ﬁlter in front of it allowing
only solar energy with wavelengths greater than 700 nm to reach the silicon detector, which is sensitive to
a maximum wavelength of ~1,050 nm. Therefore, the detector utilized for solar tracking can accurately
locate the Sun even when the ﬁne‐mode AOD is so high in the visible that the Sun cannot be seen with
the human eye. Note that in Version 2 the highest cloud‐screened AOD measured at 870 nm during this
interval was only ~3.2, while for Version 3, the highest AOD measured was about twice as high at ~6.3.
Additionally, there are many more measurements of AOD on many more days in Version 3 as compared
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Figure 4. Time series of aerosol optical depth for the three longest measurement wavelengths (870, 1,020, and 1,640 nm) at the Palangkaraya, Indonesia, site from 1
August through 15 November 2015. Both graphs show Level 2 cloud‐screened data, with the Version 2 data in (a) and the Version 3 data in (b).

to V2. For example, see especially the interval of days from 21 September through 12 October, plus other
periods of very high AOD in Version 3, both before and after that time interval.
In Figure 5a, the time series of daily average AOD at 675 nm from 15 August through 15 November 2015 for
the Palangkaraya AERONET site is shown. The maximum AOD value during this time interval is ~7.1,
which occurred at or near the maximum limit of Sun photometers to accurately measure AOD for overhead
Sun (air mass = 1). At AOD levels that exceed ~7 or AOD * air mass > 7, the diffuse sky radiance in the
instrument FOV (1.2° for this Cimel) starts to become a signiﬁcant fraction of the measured signal thereby
biasing the calculation of AOD to lower values than the true value (Sinyuk et al., 2012). Note that there was
no signiﬁcant relationship between 675‐nm AOD and total column water vapor amount (from AERONET
retrievals) for this site and time interval, with linear regression explaining only 2% of the variance.
Figure 5b shows the extinction AE (α; 500–870 nm) versus AOD at 550 nm for the same site and same dates
as shown in Figure 5a. The 550‐nm AOD was calculated from the α (500–870 nm) values, this wavelength
was selected since it is a typical reference wavelength for satellite retrievals of AOD. Note that for AOD
exceeding 1 at 550 nm, there was a general tendency of decreasing α as AOD increased. This is related to
a general trend of increasing ﬁne‐mode particle size as AOD increases (see size distribution retrievals in
section 3.4), likely related in part to secondary particle mass production and increased particle coagulation
rates as aerosol concentrations increase (see Colarco et al., 2004; Reid & Hobbs, 1998).
3.3. Estimation of AOD When Sun Photometer Maximum Limit Is Exceeded
It was not possible to measure the true AOD at 500 nm and even 675 nm on many days in September and
October 2015 at Palangkaraya, since the biomass burning AOD was so high at times that the Sun photometer
limit of ~7 was exceeded due to complete or nearly complete attenuation of the direct beam solar signal in
those wavelengths. In order to estimate the AOD at 550 nm for all AERONET observation times when the
Level 2 870‐nm AOD was measured (maximum of ~6 was measured), a representative AE (500–870 nm)
was utilized to estimate the AOD at 550 nm. The AE (500–870 nm) computed from AOD measurements,
shown in Figure 5b, ranged from ~1.0 to ~1.4 for the highest AOD levels. These limits were chosen as AE
estimates for AOD (550 nm) levels exceeding 6 since there is a trend of AE decreasing as AOD increased.
The retrievals of ﬁne‐mode radius also show a linear increase as AOD increases, through to the retrievals
made at the highest AOD values (see section 3.4). Since there were no measured AE (550–870 nm) values
for the very highest AOD days (when the 500‐nm channel was not available), we assumed that there was
a general continuation of the trend of decreasing AE as AOD increased, and this was factored into our selection of AE limits utilized for estimating 550‐nm AOD. Utilizing these bounding AE values of 1.0 and 1.4, the
instantaneous AOD values at 550 nm computed are shown in Figure 6. Maximum AOD at 550 nm as estimated in this way ranged from ~11 for assumed AE = 1.0 and ~13 for assumed AE = 1.4. These estimated
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Figure 5. (a) Time series of aerosol optical depth at 675 nm at the Palangkaraya, Indonesia, site from 1 August through 15 November 2015. (b) Ångström exponent
(500–870 nm) computed when V3 Level 2 500‐ and 870‐nm aerosol optical depths were available.

AOD levels at midvisible exceed, to our knowledge, any values ever reported in the published literature. This
biomass burning event in 2015 in Indonesia was the largest magnitude AOD event (occurring over an interval of months) in terms of AOD levels ever monitored by AERONET to date in the 25‐year history of
the network.
3.4. Almucantar and Hybrid Scan Retrievals of Aerosol Size and Absorption
Due to the very high AOD levels during this event, the almucantar retrievals of complex refractive index and
size distribution were made on very few days. This was partly due to the highly variable AOD (both temporally and spatially that occurs more frequently at high AOD) that violates the retrieval requirement of relatively spatially homogeneous AOD and resultant smooth sky radiance ﬁeld over the entire range of angular
distributions of sky radiance measurements. Another reason for the lack of almucantar retrievals is that the
minimum SZA required for sufﬁcient angular range of sky radiances is
50°, and the product of AOD * air mass often exceeded the maximum
value of ~7 at 440 nm. Therefore, the nearly complete attenuation of the
solar signal in the short wavelength visible (440 nm) eliminated a required
and critical retrieval channel. However, at both the Palangkaraya and
Singapore sites, there were new model Cimel Sun‐sky radiometers
(Model‐T) that have the capability to make a new type of sky radiance
scan called the hybrid scan. This scan moves in both zenith and azimuth
angles simultaneously, so is intermediate between the almucantar (ﬁxed
zenith angle) and principal plane scan (ﬁxed azimuth angle). It has the
advantages of the sky radiance homogeneity check and spatial averaging
that the almucantar scan has (Torres et al., 2014) and also the advantage
of sampling a large scattering angle range at much smaller SZAs, similar
to the principal plane scan. Therefore, when AOD is extremely high as
during this event, the hybrid scan, which allows for retrievals down to
SZAs of 25°, results in many more 440‐nm AOD observations available
and therefore many more hybrid retrievals than possible from almucantar
Figure 6. Time series of AOD at 550 nm at the Palangkaraya, Indonesia site scans. For example, the AOD time series from 5 September 2015 at
from 1 August through 15 November 2015. Shown in red are AOD at 550 nm Palangkaraya (Figure 7) shows the shorter wavelength AOD values being
computed when measured values at 500 and 675 nm were available. Also
sequentially eliminated as AOD * air mass exceeds the maximum AOD
shown are estimates of 550‐nm AOD, utilizing the measured 870‐nm AOD
limit for Sun photometry. Note that all AOD data for this day failed to
in conjunction with assumed Ångström exponents (500–870 nm) of 1.0
reach Level 2 in Version 2 database with only six points shown in Level
(blue) and 1.4 (green); see AE values at the highest AOD levels in Figure 5b.
1. However, in Version 3, there were 71 instantaneous measurement
AOD = aerosol optical depth; AE = Ångström exponent.
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times for both Levels 1 and 2 although most spectra did not have the full
wavelength complement of AOD. Note that only three measured spectra
had the 340‐nm AOD, while 440 nm had 22 points, and the three longest
wavelengths (870, 1,020, and 1,640 nm) all had 71 points. The scale makes
the longer wavelength AODs look ﬂatter in Figure 7, when in fact, the percentage change from low to high values in AOD is similar for the 500‐ and
1,020‐nm AODs. Both wavelengths show more than a doubling of AOD
from lowest to highest measurements for times when both wavelengths
are available.

Figure 7. Time series of L2 cloud‐screened AOD for all eight measured
wavelengths on 1 day, 5 September 2015 at the Palangkaraya site. Note
that the shorter wavelengths were sequentially attenuated at the largest
optical air masses in the early morning and late afternoon (solar noon ~4:25
UTC). The 340‐nm direct Sun signal was nearly completely attenuated for all
but three points at approximately 3:10 UTC. The only wavelengths with
sufﬁcient measured signal to measure accurate AOD for the entire day were
870, 1,020, and 1,640 nm. AOD = aerosol optical depth.

Figure 8 shows both the hybrid and almucantar scan retrievals of 440‐
nm SSA as a function of AOD at 440 nm, for both the Palangkaraya
and Singapore sites. At both sites, it is noted that for very high AOD
at 440 nm, there are many more retrievals made with the hybrid scan
than the almucantar scan, approximately 3 times more retrievals when
AOD (440 nm) > 2. The majority of the SSA values for AOD (440
nm) > 2 fall within the ~0.96 to ~0.99 range, that is, very weakly absorbing particles. No signiﬁcant trend with AOD was visible at high AOD,
suggesting stability in both the aerosol population and in the
retrieval itself.

Figure 9 shows the wavelength dependence of the SSA from 440 to
1,020 nm as measured at the Palangkaraya site during the 2015 biomass
burning event. Shown are all Palangkaraya retrievals averaged for high
aerosol loading conditions when AOD at 440 nm exceeded a value of
1.0, shown separately for both almucantar and hybrid scan retrievals. Also shown for comparison purposes
are the V3 almucantar retrieval averages for high AOD (also average value for AOD[440] > 1) smoke events
during the 2004 and 2005 summer drought years at the Bonanza Creek AERONET site in central Alaska
(Eck et al., 2009). The multiyear spectral SSA averaged for two AERONET sites in Amazonia (Alta
Floresta and ABRACOS Hill; Giles et al., 2012) affected by tropical rainforest forest burning are also shown.
All Level 2 almucantar retrievals where AOD (440 nm) exceed 0.4 were averaged for both of the Amazonian
sites. Note that all retrievals shown in Figure 9 are Version 3 Level 2 retrievals and therefore differ somewhat
from the previously published Version 2 values. The spectral values of SSA in Singapore (not shown) for
AOD [440 nm] > 1 are within ~0.003 or less of those retrieved for Palangkaraya and the spectral dependence

Figure 8. Retrieved aerosol single scattering albedo at 440 nm from 1 August through 15 November 2015 for the Aerosol Robotic Network sites at (a) Palangkaraya
and (b) Singapore. Note the signiﬁcantly larger number of retrievals made with the hybrid scans versus the almucantar sky scans, especially for aerosol optical depth
(440 nm) greater than 2.
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Figure 9. The spectral variation of aerosol single scattering albedo computed from Version 3 Level 2 sky radiance scan retrievals. Shown are the
average values for Palangkaraya for all retrievals when AOD (440 nm)
exceeded 1, both almucantar and hybrid scans. Also shown are almucantar
retrievals for the Bonanza Creek, Alaska, site at AOD (440) > 1 for the
extensive burning seasons during the summers of 2004 and 2005, when there
was signiﬁcant burning of boreal region peat soils. The data for two sites in
Amazonia (Alta Floresta and ABRACOS Hill, both in Brazil) that are located
in tropical forest/pasture regions were averaged over multiple years for all
observations where AOD (440 nm) exceeded 0.4. AOD = aerosol optical
depth.
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is also essentially the same. The average SSA values at Palangkaraya show
minimal wavelength dependence in this spectral range; spectral SSA
retrieved at the Bonanza Creek site in central Alaska also exhibited similarly high SSA values as those at Palangkaraya and also with very small
wavelength dependence. Biomass burning in Alaska in 2004 and 2005 also
included signiﬁcant peat burning (Turquety et al., 2007). Peat fuel burns
nearly entirely by smoldering phase combustion and therefore produces
extremely little black carbon, which for biomass burning smoke is the
main absorbing component in the visible and near‐infrared wavelengths
(Lewis et al., 2008). In fact, measurements of particle SSA from burning
of Indonesian peat in the laboratory by Chand et al. (2005) was 0.99 in
the midvisible (540 nm). Pokhrel et al. (2016) also found the same value
of SSA at 0.99 at both 532 and 660 nm for Indonesian peat smoke particles.
Also, likely contributing to the weak absorption of particles produced
from peat burning is the high sulfur content of Indonesian peat resulting
in part from the sulfur emissions of numerous volcanoes in the region
(Langmann & Graf, 2003). Ikegami et al. (2001) measured high sulfur
dioxide and sulfate levels, relative to other biomass burning regions, for
smoke from Kalimantan, Indonesia, in the major peat burning year of
1997. Brown carbon is also produced in smoldering phase combustion,
and this results in spectral aerosol absorption in addition to black carbon;
however, the strongest absorption for brown carbon is in the UV wavelengths and short wavelength visible (Mok et al., 2016).

Figure 10 is similar to Figure 8 but instead showing the retrieved volume
median radius as a function of AOD at 440 nm, for both almucantar and
hybrid scan retrievals and for both the Palangkaraya and Singapore sites.
At both sites, the ﬁne‐mode radius of the biomass burning smoke increased from averages of ~0.16–0.18 μm
for AOD less than 0.5 to radius values greater than 0.20 μm when AOD was greater than 1, with maximum
radius values exceeding 0.26 μm at some of the highest AOD level days in Palangkaraya, to greater than
0.30 μm at the Singapore site. This trend of increasing particle radius with increasing AOD was also observed
in central Alaska during the summers of 2004 and 2005 (Eck et al., 2009), with similar particle radii from
AERONET retrievals in that region. The increase in radius as a function of increasing AOD may be due in
part to increased coagulation rates as aerosol concentrations increase (Colarco et al., 2004; Reid & Hobbs,

Figure 10. Retrieved ﬁne‐mode volume median radius from 1 August through 15 November 2015 for the Aerosol Robotic Network sites at (a) Palangkaraya and (b)
Singapore. Note the signiﬁcantly larger number of retrievals made with the hybrid scans versus the almucantar sky scans, especially for AOD (440 nm) greater than
2.
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1998), as was also suggested by the trend of decreasing AE as AOD
increased (see Figure 5b). The larger ﬁne‐mode radius values retrieved
at Singapore may therefore be due to longer aerosol aging times and
greater time for coagulation during plume transport since Singapore is
located much farther from the Indonesian ﬁre source regions, while
Palangkaraya is located directly in one of the biomass burning regions.
The correlation between SSA and ﬁne‐mode radius is relatively weak at
both sites, explaining ~11% of the variance (all wavelengths SSA) at
Palangkaraya and only 1% of the variance at Singapore. This suggests that
the high SSA at both sites is driven primarily by low black carbon content
and not by particle size.
The retrieved size distributions for selected levels of AOD for the
Palangkaraya site as compared to the Bonanza Creek, Alaska, and
Amazonia sites are shown in Figure 11. Note the similarity in the ﬁne‐
mode size distribution for both the Bonanza Creek and Palangkaraya sites
when AOD at 440 nm was extremely high at ~2.6. Also, the ﬁne‐mode disFigure 11. Comparison of Version 3 AERONET size distribution retrievals tributions are quite wide for these two sites that had signiﬁcant amounts
from almucantar sky radiance scans at three sites, also including hybrid
of peat fuel burning. The ﬁne mode extends to a maximum particle
scan retrievals at Palangkaraya. Data at the Palangkaraya, Indonesia, site
volume radius of 0.99 μm for Palangkaraya at an averaged AOD
were averaged for all retrievals where AOD (440 nm) exceeded 1.0.
(440 nm) of 2.64. This contrasts with a much narrower size distribution
Retrievals at the Bonanza Creek, Alaska, site were from data in 2004 and
for the Amazonia sites smoke size distributions, where the ﬁne‐mode
2005 when extensive burning occurred, including signiﬁcant peat burning
inﬂection is ~0.6 μm. Smoke at the Amazonian sites resulted from comdue to dry conditions. The Bonanza Creek data for average
AOD (440) = 1.47 were from all data where 1 < AOD (440) < 2, while for
bustion of both pasture grass fuels in both ﬂaming and smoldering phases
AOD (440) = 2.67, the data were averaged from all retrievals where AOD
and tropical rain forest woody fuels in primarily the smoldering combusexceeded 2.0. Data shown for Amazonia are from two sites combined in
tion phase (Ferek et al., 1998; Reid & Hobbs, 1998). However, the peat fuel
Brazil, Alta Floresta and ABRACOS Hill, for all Level 2 data averaged for all
combustion occurs nearly exclusively in the smoldering phase and may
years of monitoring. AOD = aerosol optical depth.
also produce some much larger particles. Chakrabarty et al. (2016) show
transmission electron microscopy images of smoke particles from laboratory combustion of boreal region
(Alaska and Siberia) peat samples, with some very large particles of radius 0.65 and 1.75 microns, while other
particles were as small as 0.1‐ to ~0.2‐μm radius. Therefore, it appears that peat combustion produces some
very large particles, even without coagulation occurring over relatively long time intervals. However, coagulation at high concentrations also likely contributed to increased ﬁne‐mode particle radius as
AOD increased.
3.5. Estimation of the Percentage of Peat Burning in Southern Borneo
It is clear from the very high values of the AERONET retrievals of SSA at the Palangkaraya site (source
region) and Singapore site (downwind transport) that the smoke from this biomass burning event had very
little black carbon content. As previously mentioned, this is primarily due the fact that the smoldering
phase of combustion dominates peat burning, and therefore, very little black carbon is produced.
Additionally independent analyses and ground measurements have concluded that peat burning was the
dominant fuel burned in southern Borneo and Sumatra during this event in 2015 (Huijnen et al., 2016).
Here we utilize the AERONET retrievals of SSA along with some assumptions on peat smoke SSA and
the SSA of the other types of fuel burned in order to estimate the percentage contribution of peat fuel burning to the total smoke AOD emitted. As previously mentioned, two independent laboratory measurement
studies of Indonesian peat fuel particle absorption showed them to be almost nonabsorbing, with SSA of
~0.99 at 532 to 660 nm (Chand et al., 2005; Pokhrel et al., 2016). Therefore, we make the assumption that
an SSA value of 0.99 for Indonesian peat smoke particles is relatively robust. We then need to make an
assumption about the SSA of the nonpeat fuels that are burned in the region of the Palangkaraya site.
Since peat fuels are burned to varying degrees in all years in this region, we cannot utilize this regional data
to estimate the SSA of the other vegetation types burned since the smoke particles here are always produced
from a mixture of combustion of various vegetation fuel types including peat. Therefore, we select measurements of SSA from AERONET retrievals made in a different tropical rainforest forest region. The biomass
burning fuel in southern Amazonia, Brazil, is from a combination of forest clearing burning, which is
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primarily wood, and pasture burning fuel, which is primarily grass (see Reid & Hobbs, 1998; Reid et al.,
2005, for in depth discussions). The smoke properties in the forested areas of this region are dominated
by woody fuel combustion since the biomass of the wood (trunks and branches) is much higher than for
pasture grass, and additionally, there are no peat soils that have burned in southern Amazonia. The average
spectral variation of SSA averaged for two sites in southern Amazonia from Giles et al. (2012) updated with
Version 3 data is shown in Figure 9. We therefore estimate the percentage peat fuel burned from the following equation:
Measured SSA ¼ Peat SSA ðx Þ þ Other Fuel SSA ð1−x Þ;

(1)

where x is the fraction of AOD contributed from peat burning aerosols.
Using equation (1) and the assumed value of 0.99 for peat SSA, spectrally varying Other Fuel SSA from the
southern Amazonia forest region sites and the measured value of SSA at Palangkaraya, we can solve for x,
the fraction of peat burning that contributed to total AOD. We computed x for three wavelengths, 675,
870, and 1,020 nm, since there may be some complication at 440 nm due to additional brown carbon absorption. The measured values of SSA at Palangkaraya for these three wavelengths as shown in Figure 9 were
utilized in equation (1). The percentage peat fuel contribution computed from this methodology varied from
79% at 675 nm to 80% at 1,020 nm from the averaged almucantar scans retrievals (15 retrievals). The same
methodology applied to the averaged hybrid scan retrievals (30 retrievals, see Figure 9) yielded estimates
of the percentage of peat fuel contribution ranging from 83% utilizing 675‐nm data to 85% at 1,020 nm.
Estimates of the percentage peat combustion for this 2015 Indonesian biomass burning event were also
made by Kaiser et al. (2016) by (1) using an improved peat map in the Global Fire Assimilation System
and (2) analyzing the observed diurnal cycle of the ﬁre activity from satellite as represented in a new development for Global Fire Assimilation System. They estimated that the percentage of carbon emitted by peat
burning from the 2015 event was ~83%, very similar to the value of peat burned contribution to AOD that we
estimated from AERONET retrievals of SSA. Utilizing completely different methodology, Wiggins et al.
(2018) also estimated that the contribution of peat burning to total vegetation combustion for aerosol was
~85% in 2015, from radiocarbon content analysis of ﬁne‐mode particles in Singapore. Additionally, Page
et al. (2002) analyzed satellite images in conjunction with ground‐based measurements and survey data
and estimated that for central Kalimantan in 1997 (an even larger biomass burning event than 2015) that
peat burning contributed ~80–85% to the total carbon emitted with the remainder coming from combustion
of the overlying vegetation. Therefore, it seems that peat burning during both major El Niño events in this
region (1997 and 2015) may have resulted in peat combustion contributing ~80–85% of the total emissions of
both carbon and particulates.

4. Summary and Conclusions
The aerosol optical characteristics of smoke emitted from the massive Indonesian biomass burning episode
in September through October 2015 was investigated through measurements made by AERONET Sun‐sky
radiometers in Indonesia and Singapore. Analysis of the measured spectral AOD and retrieved aerosol size
distributions and SSA are presented with the major ﬁndings summarized below.
1. The new Cimel Model‐T instrument in conjunction with AERONET Version 3 data algorithm capabilities allowed for much more robust monitoring of the extremely high biomass burning AOD event in
Indonesia in 2015 than would have been possible with the previously available Version 2 database.
2. The Cimel capability to track the Sun in the near‐infrared wavelengths was utilized to measure AOD at
870‐, 1,020‐, and 1,640‐nm wavelengths when the UV and visible wavelengths were completely attenuated due to optical air mass * AOD exceeding ~7, additionally when AE (870–1,020 nm) exceeded 1.3.
This is a new data feature of AERONET Version 3 AOD data set. For this very high AOD event the
new V3 algorithm allowed for maximum AOD values at 870 nm that were twice as high as those measured in V2, additionally V3 provided many more days of AOD compared to V2 during the intervals of
highest AOD occurrence. This may have signiﬁcant implications for estimates of surface PM2.5 from
satellite, radiative forcing, and simulation model validation for major events with extreme AOD levels.
3. AOD at 550 nm was estimated to reach maximum values of ~11 to ~13 during this event in the major peat
burning region of southern Borneo (Palangkaraya site). These are the highest AOD ever estimated from
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AERONET data, and we have no knowledge of smoke AOD values this high having been previously
reported in the scientiﬁc literature.
Retrievals of midvisible AOD from the standard MODIS algorithms (DT, DB, and MAIAC algorithms)
consistently underestimated the magnitude of the AOD in the peak burning region (Palangkaraya site)
during this event and also did not make retrievals on many high AOD days. However, the special high
AOD event algorithm recently introduced and described by Shi et al. (2019) overcomes many of these
shortcomings in MODIS satellite AOD retrieval for this particular event. Likewise, the new VIIRS DB
greatly increases coverage in these heavy‐smoke situations, although the retrievals are inherently more
uncertain in such extreme environments.
The new hybrid sky radiance scan available only in the new model Cimel Model‐T Sun‐sky radiometers
allowed for the retrieval of aerosol refractive indices and size distributions at higher AOD levels due to
retrieval capability at smaller SZAs when the 440‐nm signal is not completely attenuated. These hybrid
scan retrievals are also a new feature of the AERONET Version 3 data set. This enhanced instrumental
capability was very important for this particularly high AOD event.
The SSA of the Indonesian biomass burning aerosol at extremely high AOD in 2015 was very high,
averaging ~0.975 with little wavelength dependence, and the volume median ﬁne‐mode radius was
very large ~0.20 to 0.30 μm (in comparison to typical biomass burning values of ~0.13 to 0.17 μm),
both consistent with in situ measurements of smoke from peat fuel burning (smoldering
combustion).
The percentage of aerosol emissions from peat combustion during the 2015 Indonesian burning event
was estimated to be ~80–85%, based on AERONET retrievals of SSA made in Palangkaraya in southern
Borneo plus assumptions of the SSA for the peat smoke and of the above ground vegetation burned. This
is consistent with an estimated contribution percentage of peat combustion to total carbon emitted of
~83% by Kaiser et al. (2016) and also for 2015 in Indonesia.
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